Environmental History, Politics,
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RENEWABLE ENERGY POLICY CHALLENGES

For the past 20 years, governments have struggled to develop climate change policies. Both the costs of reducing climate change and the effects of not doing so are huge, highly uncertain, and spread out over time, space, and people. And while the scientific community agrees that human-caused climate change is happening and will worsen, many people in the United States, among them influential policy makers, remain deeply skeptical.

Among the biggest issues in the climate debate is how to shift to alternative energy sources. Fossil fuels— coal, oil, and natural gas—are by far the largest source of the greenhouse gases that are changing our climate. Since 2011, while the costs of coal and oil are high and rising, the cost of natural gas has dropped. For these and other reasons, the United States produces less energy from renewable resources than do several other countries (see inset).

Renewable Energy in Select Countries, 2010.

Finding suitable locations for alternatives can be a daunting policy challenge. A solar installation can require large amounts of space. In Germany, a town trying to maintain its medieval character is concerned that a proposed solar project will damage
0 its tourism industry. Some
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California lawmakers object to solar panels in a wilderness area, while in Nevada, concerns about endangered desert tortoise habitat may limit installation site options. Elsewhere, aesthetic, noise, and environmental concerns threaten the launch of potential wind farm projects (see photograph). This chapter explores how environmental policy making requires attention to ethics, economics, culture, and politics as well as to science.

Think Critically

What historical, political, or geographic factors contribute to this

difference in renewable energy consumption?

Installed renewable energy capacity (GW)

Based on data from Pew Environment Group (2010) Who’s Winning the Clean Energy Race?
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Conservation and Preservation of Resources

LEARNING OBJECTIVE

1. Define conservation and preservation, and distinguish between them.

esources are any part of the natural environ- ment used to promote the welfare of people or other species. Examples of resources include air, water, soil, forests, minerals, and

wildlife. Conservation is the sensible and careful manage- ment of natural resources. Humans have practiced con- servation of natural resources for thousands of years. More than 3000 years ago, the Phoenicians terraced hilly farmland to prevent soil erosion. More than 2000 years ago, the Greeks practiced crop rotation to maintain yields on farmlands, and the Romans practiced irrigation.

Other cultures around the world developed similar methods. Modern agriculture continues to develop conservation techniques (Figure 3.1a). In addition to agriculture, targets of conservation include energy, water, mineral, forest, fishery, and other resources. Conservation methods can be technological—such as low-flow shower heads—or behavioral—such as shorter showers.
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a. Plowing and planting fields in curves that conform to the natural contours of the land conserves soil by reducing erosion.

In contrast, preservation involves setting aside undis- turbed areas, maintaining them in a pristine state, and pro- tecting them from human activities that might alter their “natural” state (Figure 3.1b). The decision to preserve places can be controversial: Resources in undisturbed places often have substantial economic value, while the value of nature in a preserved state is difficult to quantify.

Both conservation and preservation became pressing concerns in the early 20th century. At that time, expand- ing industrialization, coupled with enormous growth in the human population, began to increase pressure on the world’s supply of natural resources. As the global popula- tion continues to grow, both conservation and preservation will contribute to sustainability. They will help ensure that future generations will have access to essential resources.

1. What is conservation? preservation? How do they differ?

b. The Eduardo Avaroa Andean Fauna National Reserve in Bolivia preserves flamingos and other wildlife populations and their habitats, such as this one on Laguna Colorada.
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